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Abstract 
 The prevalence of social media use is increasing in teens and young adults as are mental 
health issues, but what is the link? The use of social media among young adults and teenagers 
has rapidly increased every year since the onset of modern technology. Some researchers have 
found that social media use is associated with or affects favorable mental health outcomes, while 
others have found that social media use is associated with or affects unfavorable mental health 
outcomes.  In this systematic review of twenty sources selected using CINAHL, Medline, and 
PsycINFO, evidence is analyzed and critically appraised to answer the following PICO 
questions: (1) In teens and adults, younger than 25 years, what is the relationship between social 
media use and mental illness? (2) In teens and adults, younger than 25 years, what is the effect of 
interventions, such as social media as a resource, on mental health promotion and well-being?   
The use of social media has grown significantly over the past 10 years and continues to 
grow each year. It is estimated that in the United States, about 7 out of 10 people use social 
media to connect with others, receive news content, share information, and entertain themselves 
(Bekalu et al., 2019). This surge in social media use can be directly attributed to the increase and 
innovation of technology that has also occurred within the last 10 years. This is the first time in 
history where people have had access to different technology systems which can directly connect 
people to the internet and social media. While 7 out of 10 of all people use social media, there is 
a higher prevalence of use within the adolescent and young adult population, estimated at 90% of 
adolescents using social media regularly (O’Reilly et al., 2019). A study by Pew Research states 
that 95% of teens have access to smartphones, which can access the internet and social media 
(Anderson & Jiang, 2018). 
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Along with increases in various types of technology and the number of users of social 
media, the ways that people can use social media have expanded as well. Before this surge of 
technology and social media access, most young adults used social media for business 
orientation, creating, socializing, entertainment, status-seeking, communication, and information 
seeking. Young adults and adolescents tend to use social media more for entertainment, identity 
formation, social enhancement, and maintaining social connections (Bekalu et al., 2019). 
Because of social media, people can connect with others and maintain these relationships without 
face-to-face interaction. Some researchers have linked this specific aspect of social media to 
mental health problems because when people connect without face-to-face interaction, they may 
not adequately fulfill the need for social connection (Rasmussen et al., 2020). Other researchers 
have found that the use of social media is important to young adults' developmental processes as 
they form identities (Berryman et al., 2017). 
Along with social media use, the incidence of mental health problems among the young 
adult population has also increased in the past 10 years. Emerging adults, those who are between 
the ages of 18-29, are the group most likely to be diagnosed with mental illness (Rasmussen et 
al., 2020). One of the reasons that this age group has been linked to a higher prevalence of 
mental illness is the different life events and transitions they are going through. These transitions 
are often paired with lower social support, increased financial strain, and other challenging or 
negative life events (Rasmussen et al., 2020). Another more recent finding is that this increase in 
mental illness diagnoses could also be attributed to the increased use of social media by this 
group in their adolescence as well as into their adulthood (Rasmussen et al., 2020). It is 
important to recognize mental illness in young adults at an early stage because the signs and 
symptoms of these diseases can impact them for the rest of their lives in more ways. Mental 
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illness in young adults has been linked to future problems in work, social relationships, and 
physical health (Rasmussen et al., 2020).   
The purpose of this systematic review is to review and appraise the evidence that others 
have found regarding the link between social media and mental illness in young adults. The 
review will answer the following PICO questions: (1) In teens and adults, younger than 25 years, 
what is the relationship between social media use and mental illness? (2) In teens and adults, 
younger than 25 years, what is the effect of interventions, such as social media as a resource, on 
mental health promotion and well-being? This systematic review is important to nursing, because 
if there is a significant link between social media use and mental illness in young adults, then 
nurses can begin to provide education about the effects of social media to combat some of the 
detrimental association and effects and in turn promote the beneficial ones.  
Methods  
The integrated review of literature describes both the positive and negative effects that 
social media plays in young people’s lives and mental health.  The search and review protocol is 
based on the Preferred Reporting Items and Meta-Analysis, or PRISMA, guidelines.  Key search 
terms included mental illness, mental health, social media, young adults, nursing, education, 
depression, anxiety, and the definition of social media.  Inclusion criteria were: publications 
within the past five years, 2015-2020, in English, primary sources, and research publications. 
Exclusion criteria included: publications published before 2015, not written in English, sources 
that were not primary, and publications not related to research. Sources include studies both from 
inside and outside the United States to show that this is a worldwide issue and expand the 
knowledge of it.  The databases are CINAHL, Medline, and PsycINFO.  Publications were 
selected based on relevance to our PICOT question.  Publications retrieved through keyword 
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searches were 4,473.  See PRISMA chart in Appendix A.  Duplicates were removed 
automatically.  One source from Pew Research was obtained outside of the criteria.  Further 
screening for relevance included young adult, adolescent, and Boolean operators OR and AND; a 
total of 126 publications were retained.  Full-text articles based on inclusion/exclusion criteria 
totaled 55 and studies included in this review are 20.  Publications were searched in databases 
manually and were based on relevance to the PICO questions.   
Integrated Review of the Literature 
Description of Studies 
Designs included qualitative, quasi-experimental, non-experimental, descriptive 
correlational, cross-sectional, and exploratory.  Within the study designs, the level of evidence is 
three, four, and six.  Sampling methods included convenience sampling and randomized.  Sites 
included Australia, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, New Zealand, Lebanon, Canada, as 
well as the United States, e.g. Connecticut, Utah, Pennsylvania, Texas, Washington, Florida, and 
Massachusetts.  Sample sizes of the studies ranged from 16 to 1,787 participants.  Some 
variables and measures were the amount of time spent on social media, type of mental illness, 
social media sites used, perceptions of social media use and mental health, and perceptions of 
applications to promote mental health and well-being.  Internal validity was enhanced in some 
studies with random group assignment and external validity was enhanced with randomized 
sampling in some studies.  Limitations included limited generalizability of findings to larger 
populations, small samples, self-reporting bias, and underrepresentation of different gender, 
racial groups, and specific mental health disorders.  External validity is threatened by studies 
outside of the United States, due to cultural and health care differences, and in samples 
dominated by one gender or racial group.  Gaps of knowledge across studies included 
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distinguishing the severity of mental illness, ways to track and measure the use of social media, 
and ways to implement social media as an intervention.  Some findings were inconsistent and 
showed detrimental effects on well-being while others did not show conclusive evidence of 
detrimental or beneficial effects.  Moreover, while some studies showed that there are significant 
positive relationships between social media use and anxiety/depression, others could not 
duplicate the findings, indicating that more research needs to be conducted.  The review of 
literature was divided into three different sections.  The first section describes studies about 
social media and how it has been defined by researchers.  The second section describes studies 
related to social media, mental health, and the relationship between the two.  The third section 
describes publications on the effects of social media on mental health.  
Social Media 
 Before discussing social media and its relationship to mental health and how it can be 
used as an intervention, it is important to discuss how researchers have defined social media. Not 
all researchers consistently define the term social media, but most researchers commonly use the 
same websites and applications in their studies. For example, Anderson and Jiang (2018) from 
Pew Research looked at Youtube, Instagram, Snapchat, Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, and Reddit 
in their study about the use of social media. In a qualitative study, Velozo & Stauder (2018), 
used a wider range of social media applications and examined the connection between social 
media use, mental health, and gender. The researchers defined social media as “any online 
platform that allows for teens to interact with one another. This included messaging apps (e.g. 
email, Whatsapp, Viber, chat rooms, etc.), social networking websites such as Facebook and 
Twitter, photo sharing apps (e.g. Snapchat, Periscope, Youtube, etc.), and online games such as 
Warcraft” (Velozo & Stauder, 2018, p.398).   
SOCIAL MEDIA AND MENTAL HEALTH IN ADOLESCENTS AND YOUNG ADULTS: A 
SYSTEMATIC REVIEW                                                                                                              7 
 Not only is it important to look at how researchers defined social media or social 
networking and what websites or apps they are looking at, but it is also important for researchers 
to investigate how participants use these social media platforms. For example, how a person uses 
social media can dramatically change how they view the effects that it has on their mental health 
as well as how much time they spend on that platform (O’Reilly et al., 2019). The way that 
people tend to use social media also needs to be considered when reviewing research that has 
been conducted on social media because it could potentially skew results if not acknowledged. 
For example, when O’Reilly et al., (2019) studied types of online support, they found that people 
often use social media for support because they maintain anonymity. The researchers used focus 
groups of adolescents aged 11-18 years, educational professionals, and health practitioners to 
explore the type of social support people can receive from others on an online platform, such as 
social media while remaining anonymous. They found participants saying things like “and I 
think a lot of people feel like if they speak out about their mental health they might get judged 
for it (p. 986)” when asked why they tend to go online to seek support from others. The study 
addressed this shame by acknowledging that anonymity in social media can offer a way to avoid 
the judgment and embarrassment that can come with discussing mental illness (O’Reilly et al., 
2019). 
Social Media and Mental Health 
Some people that use social media believe that it can harm relationships and cause fewer 
face-to-face interactions (Anderson & Jiang, 2018).  This can cause decreased social skills and 
feelings of loneliness and isolation, which can greatly affect mental well-being.  Researchers 
have found that emerging adults and teens may be especially susceptible to the relationship 
between social media and adverse mental health variables (O’Reilly et al., 2018).  For example, 
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Rasmussen et al., (2020) examined this relationship and found that young adults’ social media 
may be related to problems with emotion regulation, which refers to one’s ability to take control 
over their emotional state.  The researchers concluded that “social media use may be a risk factor 
for mental health struggles among emerging adults, and that social media use may be an activity 
to which emerging adults resort when dealing with difficult emotions'' (Rasmussen et al., 2020, 
p. 206).  
Social media has also been researched to identify if there is a relationship between social 
media use and signs of mental health disorders such as depression and anxiety (Barry et al., 
2017; Coyne et al., 2020; Lin et al., 2016; Velozo & Stauder, 2018).  In general, these research 
studies have found that there is an association between social media use and depression as well 
as anxiety.  For example, Lin et al. (2016) studied young adults, ages 19-32 years, and found a 
strong, positive significant association with social media use and depression.  Therefore, as the 
use of social media increased, the rates of depression increased (Lin et al., 2016), findings were 
also supported by Barry et al. (2017), who also found a positive relationship between social 
media use and anxiety.  Based on findings, the researchers have proposed that social media use 
could be used as a tool to identify those who potentially could be at risk for depression, as well 
as possibly a prevention tool (Lin et al., 2016).  In contrast and using the ALT-SR model, Coyne 
concluded a negative relationship existed between social media use and symptoms of depression, 
but a positive relationship between social media use and anxiety. this relationship was 
demonstrated until reaching a peak at the age of 18.  Therefore, as social media use increased, 
depression decreased, and as social media use increased, anxiety increased.  When discussing 
this finding, Coyne et al., (2020) recognized that time spent using social media was moderately 
related to anxiety, but the finding was not related to depression.  Another study found similar 
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evidence when researching teens ages 13-16 years old (Velozo & Stauder, 2018).  It was 
originally thought that socializing and following people online, not known to the person, would 
be related to emotional problems, like anxiety and depression, but this was not the case.  
Therefore, these researchers concluded no relation between looking at others’ content and 
emotional symptoms (Velozo & Stauder, 2018).    
A group of studies explored the relationships between social media and: depression, 
anxiety, stress, eating disorders, and other mental health disorders (Han & Myers, 2018; O’Reilly 
et al., 2018; Wilksch et al., 2019; Zeeni et al., 2019).  In general, these researchers have found 
that in the young adolescent ages, there is a positive relationship between social media and these 
types of mental illness.  For example, Wilksch et al., (2019) collected data from 996 adolescent 
males and females and researched the rates of eating disorders, social media usage such as 
Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, and Tumblr, and the relationship between these variables in girls 
and boys.  They found a significant pattern between usage of social media and eating disorders, 
concluding that as disordered eating increased, the amount of social media use increased for both 
boys and girls.  Zeeni et al., (2018) also supported that social media was associated with 
unhealthy eating habits as well as stress in female undergraduate students.  These research 
studies showed evidence that social media use is associated with unhealthy behaviors and that 
young individuals need to be aware of this to protect themselves from the harmful effects it can 
have on their mental well-being.   
Although researchers have consistently found relationships between social media use and 
mental health in teens and young adults, they often do not examine how the individuals 
themselves think of its relevance to mental health and emotional wellbeing.  An exception is a 
study where O’Reilly et al. (2018) recruited participants, aged 11-18 years old, from two cities in 
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the United Kingdom to ask these adolescents how they viewed social media.  Adolescents 
described that social media was a threat to their mental health.  The study identified three 
themes: (1) it was believed to cause mood and anxiety disorders for some adolescents, (2) it was 
viewed as a platform for cyberbullying, and (3) the use of social media itself was often framed as 
a kind of addiction (O’Reilly et al., 2018).  Many adolescents reported anxiety from being 
separated by technology because they have developed a dependence or an “addiction” for it, 
which adds even more strain on one’s mental health (Zeeni et al., 2018).  Overuse of social 
media can also be associated with some issues; that is, social media can be fun, however, the 
individual can become overwhelmed with the demands of it (Han & Myers, 2018).  Overuse 
changes the individual’s perspective of social media because it can cause them to be strained. 
After all, they feel the need to keep up with posts and activities to continue those social 
connections with others (Han & Myers, 2018).  These studies consistently show that there is a 
strong relationship between social media, depression, anxiety, stress, eating disorders, and other 
mental health disorders. 
Researchers have also studied the relationship between social media use, social support, 
mental health, and emotional wellbeing (Bekalu et al., 2019; Hardy & Castonguay, 2018).  In 
general, these researchers have both found positive relationships between social media use and 
wellbeing.  For example, Hardy and Castonguay (2018) studied the relationship between social 
media use and emotional wellbeing and collected data from Facebook users.  They found that 
social media use was positively associated with wellbeing, e.g., as social media use increased, 
emotional wellbeing increased in those under 30 years old.  The findings were consistent with 
Bekalu et al. (2019) who found that routine social media use is positively associated with social 
wellbeing, positive mental health, and self-rated health.   
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Researchers have also studied the relationship between support from social media, 
loneliness, and depression and anxiety symptoms (Berryman et al., 2017; Barry et al., 2017).  In 
general, researchers have found that the more social media accounts, as well as the frequency 
these accounts are checked, have a relationship with feelings such as loneliness.  For example, 
Berryman et. al (2017) studied a group of 471 undergraduate students and asked them to self-
report on their social media behaviors.  Results showed that the way young adults use social 
media is an outlet for their problems by “vaguebooking” meaning that the user posts a status with 
minimal information so that others will ask what is going on.  Even though it may seem like the 
user is fishing for attention, it may be that they are sending a “cry for help” which can indicate a 
possible mental health issue that needs to be addressed.  This social media posting strategy can 
be used as a coping mechanism for those young adults who suffer from mental illness but may 
not want to share it with everyone.  This style of posting allows others to ask them what is wrong 
and if they need help.  It is an indirect way of acknowledging loneliness and seeking help online.  
Barry et al. (2017) also researched social media behaviors in 114 adolescent-parent dyads, where 
adolescents were aged 14-17 years old.  This study showed that social media activity (i.e. the 
number of accounts adolescents reported having and their self-reported frequency of checking 
social media) was moderately, positively related to loneliness as well as parent-reported anxiety 
and depression symptoms observed in their child (Barry et al., 2017). 
Effect of Social Media on Mental Health 
As mentioned previously, the way that adolescents and young adults use social media has 
changed dramatically within the past 10 years.  Since there has been an increase both in social 
media use and mental illness diagnoses within this population, researchers have examined the 
effect of social media use in those who identify as having mental health problems.  In general, 
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researchers have found that social media can be used to promote mental health well-being when 
seeking online support (Beard et al., 2019; Dewa et al., 2019; Gibson & Trnka, 2020; Naslund et 
al., 2017), and as a way to connect and be engaged in their health (Hanley et al., 2019; Van 
Rensburg et al., 2016). 
One of the ways clinicians and researchers looked at social media is through online 
support.  Using social media in this way, to connect with others and feel support affected positive 
mental health outcomes (Beard et al., 2019).  Gibson and Trnka (2020) found that even though 
young people experience high amounts of mental health problems and distress, they are less 
likely to seek professional help than any other age group.  This could be due to numerous reasons 
such as young people's investment in their autonomy, mental health stigma, and services that are 
inappropriate or inaccessible to young people (Gibson & Trnka, 2020).  The researchers 
examined how online resources may decrease the stigma that young people face while trying to 
get help because of the anonymity and lack of judgment while being online.  For example, 
almost all 21 participants had sought support while being online, and being online had helped 
them to be able to recognize distress and reach out to those who are expressing it without 
judgment from others (Gibson & Trnka, 2020).  This finding is consistent with Dewa et al. 
(2019) who studied 21 participants, aged 16-21 and found that they also enjoyed using social 
media as a way to engage with others and express themselves.  Many of the participants reported 
that being able to engage and communicate with other people (anonymously or named) outside 
of routine hours and with the almost certainty that someone would respond made them want to 
use social media (Dewa et al., 2019).  They also said that being able to speak openly and without 
judgment about something important to them, specifically their mental health, was reassuring 
(Dewa et al., 2019).  These findings are consistent with another study that focused on 
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interventions for mental health by using social media as an outlet for communication.  Naslund et 
al., (2017) researched a group of 240 Twitter users who self-identified as having a mental illness 
in their profile.  Two-thirds of the participants claimed to use social media to connect with others 
who are struggling with mental illness, while some used it to share their experiences and how 
they cope with mental illness (Naslund et al., 2017).  
 Other studies researched the ways that using social media allows young people to connect 
and be engaged in their health.  For example, van Rensburg et al., (2016) researched with 20 
participants who have a mental illness diagnosis such as anxiety and depression.  These 
participants expressed interest in mental health services where they can connect with their mental 
health providers over social media and other online outlets.  The benefits participants identified 
included having constant access to mental health providers, being more comfortable opening up, 
and the potential for ongoing monitoring (van Rensburg et al., 2016).  That a social media 
application may help with mental illness was addressed in multiple studies (Dewa et al., 2019; 
Naslund et., al 2017) which all showed participants expressing interest.   
People can also become more involved in their mental health by taking a break from 
social media and monitoring its use through other applications.  Hanley et al., (2019) looked at 
the benefits of taking a “vacation,” where participants would not log onto their social media 
accounts for a week, and identified two types of social media users.  The researchers divided 78 
participants into active and passive users of social media and selected 40 participants to refrain 
from accessing social media for a week.  Active users were defined as people who were creating 
content and communicating directly with others, for example, posting status updates, 
commenting, chatting, and sharing posts, while passive users were defined as those who 
consumed other people's information without communicating with others.  They were those who 
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browsed news feeds, followed others’ communications, examined friends’ profiles, and looked at 
photos without responding (Hanley et al., 2019).  The pre-test results showed that there was a 
positive correlation with life satisfaction among active social media users.  However, with 
passive users, there was no positive effect (Hanley et al., 2019).  The researchers then gave the 
participants a post-test after the social media vacation and found that there was a lower positive 
effect for the active users and no effect for passive users.  These findings were surprising and not 
what one would usually expect.  It suggests that social media usage could be beneficial for active 
users and therefore taking a break would be contraindicated (Hanley et al., 2019). 
Critical Appraisal 
The purpose of this systematic review was to review and appraise the evidence that other 
researchers have found regarding the link between social media and mental illness in young 
adults.  When looking at the evidence provided, it is important to recognize that there is limited 
and very little research that exists that fits the exact PICOT question that was researched. This is 
mostly due to narrowing the research found to fit the PICOT question and because the increased 
use of social media and the idea of mental health is related to this is a relatively new idea.  This 
section will discuss the limitations of findings, reliability of findings, and analyze the methods 
researchers used in this systematic review. 
Many researchers found that there was significant self-reporting bias for their participants 
(Barry et al., 2017, Beard et al., 2019, Bekalu et al., 2019, Coyne et al., 2020, Dewa et al., 2019, 
Gibson et al., 2020, Han & Myers, 2018, Naslund et al., 2017, O’Reilly et al., 2019).  These 
studies had participants either under or over-reporting which could skew the results and make the 
link to adolescent social media use and mental health problems less accurate and harder to 
measure.  Problems with self-reporting bias could arise when researchers do not use clinical 
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samples nor have physicians to confirm participants' claims of diagnoses of depression and 
anxiety.  This specifically occurred in the study conducted by Coyne et al. (2020), and due to the 
lack of clinical samples, participants may have a self-reporting bias when discussing both their 
symptoms of mental health issues as well as their time spent on social media.  Another way that 
there could be self-reporting bias is when there is not a clear link between reported versus 
observable behaviors, which occurred in the research of Barry et al. (2017).  The research 
conducted by Dewa et al. (2019) consisted of participants with different technology experiences 
which caused the self-reporting to be biased.  Also, the sample size of Dewa et al. (2019) was 
small, consisting of 16 participants, most of which were female. Similarly, Beard et al. (2019), 
found that they could not generalize the findings to all the inpatient psychiatric populations due 
to different levels of knowledge and access to smartphones.  In the study by Beard et al. (2019), 
there was also no way to confirm the amount of smartphone usage time reported by participants, 
leading to a potential self-reporting bias.  In the findings of Bekalu et al. (2019), there was also 
the possibility of self-reporting bias being an issue due to how common the internet has become 
and how sometimes people don’t even realize how long they have been on the internet.  The 
study conducted by O’Reilly et al. (2019) was biased because the participants were mainly 
healthcare professionals with some that were not. This study also had a large ratio difference of 
females to males. The research from Gibson et al. (2020) consisted of 21 participants and was 
inevitably skewed towards young adults who might be most comfortable in the online 
environments.  This study’s sample was older, which means they have different views of social 
media than a younger age group would have and are more experienced in managing online 
distress.  Han and Myers (2018), studied participants' perceptions about their overuse and 
underuse of a social media site.  These results could be biased simply because one might have 
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different definitions of overuse and underuse and the study was conducted by a survey 
questionnaire.  Lastly, the study was about the usage of Facebook and did not include any other 
social media sites. 
Some researchers did not find a clear link between social media and mental health issues 
(Anderson & Jiang, 2018, Berryman et al., 2017, Hardy & Castonguay, 2018).  Hardy and 
Castonguay (2018), desired to research the relationship between social media and mental health.  
They used a sample size of 743 participants and only asked them one question associated with 
the use of social networks, “Have you ever felt you were going to have a nervous breakdown?”  
They found that those aged 18-29 and the use of social media was not related to nervous 
breakdowns (Hardy & Castonguay, 2018).  Similarly, Berryman et al. (2017) found that “social 
media is a poor predictor of mental health problems and concerns about social media 
precipitating a mental health crisis may be unwarranted.”  Overall they viewed “how” people use 
social media as more important than “how long” people are on social media.  They agree that 
there is a need for education about social media, but they acknowledge that their study found no 
clear link between social media and mental health issues among their participants.  The research 
by Anderson & Jiang. (2018), also did not find a clear link between social media use and mental 
health problems in adolescents.  They found that there has been increased use of both 
smartphones and social media among this population since the last survey was conducted in 
2014-2015, but they found no clear consensus on how this group views social media as a whole.  
Other limitations of studies and findings are focused on social media use in different 
ways.  The research study conducted by Lin et al. (2016), wanted to understand the correlation 
between social media use and depression.  The researchers focused more on how much the 
participants spend time using social media and how it affects their mental health.  Whereas the 
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research study by Hanley et al. (2019) focused on the types of social media users (active or 
passive) and how that affected their social well-being. The study conducted by van Rensburg et 
al. (2016) looked at different forms of communication with providers on social media on mental 
health. This study had a very small sample size of 20 and provided minimal options of 
communication to select from. 
Some researchers only used participants from certain age groups based on their current 
educational level (Zeeni et al., 2018, Rasmussen et al., 2020, O’Reilly et al., 2018). The 
limitation of both studies by Zeeni et al. (2018) and Rasmussen et al. (2020) was the sample of 
only college students from certain schools. The main limitation of the study conducted by 
O’Reilly et al. (2018) was using samples from only two separate high schools. The sample size 
of this study was also small in size, consisting of 54 participants. 
Other limitations of studies included the lack of adolescent participation because of 
parental hesitation (Velozoa & Stauder, 2018 and Wilksch et al., 2019). Velozoa & Stauder 
(2018) surveyed the parents of the adolescents rather than the adolescents themselves. This can 
create untrue conclusions based on parental reporting. The study conducted by Wilksch et al. 
(2019) did survey adolescents, however, it required parental permission to do so. This surveying 
technique can also cause untrue conclusions because of parental hesitation in adolescent 
participation. 
Synthesis 
  Based on the critical appraisal of the evidence above, it is proven that there is not a clear 
consensus with researchers on the link between social media use and mental health in people 
under the age of 25.  This is probably due to the recent nature of social media and therefore many 
researchers have not been able to conduct their research to the full extent as other issues 
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contributing to mental health issues in this age population.  Other reasons for this lack of 
consensus include homogeneous and non-diverse sample sizes used by the researchers as well as 
limited amounts of time to follow their participants to see how social media impacts their mental 
health later on in life.  The homogeneous and non-diverse sample sizes mean that researchers 
were not able to generalize their findings to all people under the age of 25, which is another 
reason there is a disagreement between different researchers on the effect of social media on 
mental health in their targeted population.   
 Based on all of this, the current state of science suggests that there is a need for more 
research on the link between social media use and mental health issues in young people under the 
age of 25.  When describing their studies, researchers such as Barry et. al, 2017, and Coyne et. 
al, 2020, acknowledge that there needs to be more research on the topic and some even suggest 
ways to increase the knowledge.  These include not relying on self-reporting for both time and 
quality of time spent on social media, as well as signs and symptoms of anxiety and depression.  
While there is no current consensus if there is a link between social media use and mental health 
effects, it is important for nurses to know that there could be a link and to know how to educate 
their clients about it.  Nurses and other medical staff need to keep up to date on this research to 
help their patients with mental health issues, or those with the potential to develop issues. 
Recommendations for Practice and Research 
 Based on the review of the literature, it is evident that there needs to be more research 
done on the effects of social media on mental health in those younger than the age of 25.  It is 
important to get this research done and have a clear answer on how social media affects young 
people since social media is such an important part of their lives.  It is also very important to 
understand the consequences of social media in this age group since this age group is becoming 
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of age and starting to think more independently.  It is recommended that researchers spend more 
time researching the topic and focus more on how this group uses social media. It is also 
recommended that researchers use more longitudinal studies to assess the long-term effects of 
social media. Another recommendation is to have future researchers find ways to limit the self-
reporting bias on social media use and symptoms of mental health problems, to maintain 
accuracy and prevent biases within their studies.  Lastly, future studies need to include larger and 
more diverse sample sizes, so that researchers can generalize their findings to relate to more 
people rather than the limited groupings prior.   
 As stated above, it is clear that more research is needed in this area of study, especially so 
that those in healthcare know-how to help adolescents with their mental health. With more 
research, there will be better nursing practice developed concerning this topic.  A 
recommendation for future studies would be for them to include ways nurses will be able to 
effectively educate these adolescents so that they can protect themselves from mental health 
issues. Studies should also include strategies adolescents can use if they do experience mental 
health issues related to social media use, such as turning to support groups or using proper 
coping mechanisms.  Overall, more research needs to be done so that nurses can expand their 
knowledge and practice to promote teenagers' and young adults’ mental health and wellbeing.
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Anderson, M., & Jiang, J. 
(2018). Teens, social media, & 
technology. Washington, DC: 








Research was conducted in 
order to look at evolution 
since the last survey of teens 
and technology that was 
conducted in 2014-2015. It 
compares how many teens 
have access to smartphones 
now and what they perceive 
the effect of social media to 
be in their lives.     
Used the NORC 
AmeriSpeak 








1,058 parents and 
who have 
children ages 13-
17 and then 743 
teenagers 13-17.   
Qualitative  
Level 6 




ever before but 
there is no clear 
consensus among 
teens about the 
effects of social 
media on their lives 
today.  The apps 
used by teens have 
also changed since 
the 2014-2015 
survey.   
Since technology, 
social media use, and 
mental health 
problems have 
increased since the 
last study, people 
should be learning 
about ways to help 
this generation of 
individuals.   
There is no clear 
consensus on how 
this age group 
views social 
media as a whole.  





the last research 
in 2014-2015 
which makes it 
not as clear why 
there was an 
increase in use of 
social media.  
This is a good 
source for seeing 
how the trends in 
social media have 
changed.  
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Hanley, S. M., Watt, S. E., & 
Coventry, W. (2019). Taking a 
break: The effect of taking a 
vacation from Facebook and 
Instagram on subjective well-





Does taking a week break 
from social media have a 
positive or negative effect on 
social well-being?  
n=78 control 




Sample was those 























At pre-test, more 
active SNS use was 
found to correlate 




passive SNS use 
correlated positively 
with life 
satisfaction, but not 
positive affect. 
Surprisingly, at 
post-test the SNS 
vacation resulted in 
lower positive affect 
for active users and 
had no significant 
effects for passive 
users. This result is 
contrary to popular 
expectation, and 
indicates that SNS 
usage can be 
beneficial for active 
users. 
We suggest that SNS 
users should be 
educated in the 
benefits of an active 
usage style and that 
future research should 
consider the 
possibility of SNS 




take a break from 
social media 
instead of being 
randomly 
selected. There 
was a control 
group though to 
base results off of 
who did not take 
a week vacation. 
Final sample was 
small and more 
results could have 
been produced 
from a larger 
sample.  
Velozoa, J. C. , Stauder, J. E. 
A. (2018). Exploring social 
media use as a composite 
construct to understand its 
relation to mental health: A 
pilot study on adolescents. 
Children and Youth Services 
Review, 91, 398–402 
Exploring the association 
between social media and 
mental health, specifically 
looking at the various 
activities within social 
media (i.e. posting, looking 
at other's content, videos etc) 
rather than general social 
media use and mental health 
as understood through the 
internalizing (i.e. emotional, 
peer) and externalizing (i.e. 
A survey was 
distributed to 
parents (N = 72) 
with a teen 
between 13 and 
16 years of age 
measuring mental 
health (i.e. SDQ, 







Findings show that 
various social media 
activities are 









This study provides 
evidence that social 
media should be 
studied as a composite 
measure rather than a 
single measure so that 
we may have a better 
understanding of how 
specific social media 
activities relate 
differently to health 
The sample size 
was relatively 















dimensions.   
 
problems. Likewise, 







use. However, no 
significant gender 
differences were 





and had options 
of how they felt 




true, and certainly 





other scales used.   
Coyne, S. M., Rogers, A. A., 
Zurcher, J. D., Stockdale, L., 
&  
Booth, M. (2020). Does time 
spent using social media 
impact mental health?: An 
eight year longitudinal study. 





Disparities across the 
literatures call for the 
ongoing study of adolescent 
social media time use as it 
relates to the development of 
anxiety and depression 
across time and 
development. We offer three 
guiding research questions 
to frame the current research 
study. RQ1. Is there a 
longitudinal, within-person 
association between the 
amount of adolescent social 
media time use and 
depression? RQ2. Is there a 
longitudinal, within-person 
association between the 
amount of adolescent social 
media time use and anxiety? 
RQ3. Does adolescent sex 
moderate the association 
Families were 
primarily 

















reports of local 
school districts. 









over age starting at 
13 and peaking at 
18, with increased 
social media use 
over that time.   
Time is an important 
factor when 
examining social 
media and outcomes 
(especially when 
applied to theories 
like the displacement 
hypothesis), and much 
of the research 
literature on this topic 
has focused on time 
use. However, we 
recognize that time 
use is not the whole 
story. We hope this 
study helps the 
research community 
and society as a whole 
to move beyond the 
screen time debate 
and instead to 
examine the context 
Time spent on 
social media was 
self-reported and 
could be biased. 
Additionally, this 






this is a common 
method to assess 
mental health, there 
may be some bias 




obtain a more 
clinically based and 
professional way of 
assessing mental 
health. Social media 
may have a 
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between time spent using 
social media and mental 
health?  
a child between 
the ages of 10 and 








media use.  
lingering impact on 
mental health that 
might appear later 
on in life, during a 
time of life our 
study did not 
examine 
Lin, L. yi, Sidani, J. E., 
Shensa, A., Radovic, A., 
Miller, E., Colditz, J. B., 
Hoffman, B. L., Giles, L. M., 
& Primack, B. A. (2016). 
Association between Social 
Media Use and Depression 
among U.S. Young Adults. 
Depression & Anxiety (1091-





relationship between SM use 
and depression could allow 
the development of 
interventions or preventative 
strategies for at-risk 
populations. 
Young adults (19-











There is a strong 
and significant 
association with 
social media use 
and depression.  
Social media could be 
used as a tool to 
identify individuals at 
risk for depression in 
order to provide 
intervention.  
There was no 




questions for how 
long someone 
uses social media 
as “5x a day” and 
should’ve asked 
how many times 
in an hour. No 
interview to ask if 
participants met 
clinical diagnosis 
of depression.   
Rasmussen, E. E., Punyanunt-
Carter, N., LaFreniere, J. R., 
Norman, M. S., & Kimball, T. 
G. (2020). The serially 
mediated relationship between 
emerging adults’ social media 
use and mental well-being. 
Computers in Human 
Behavior, 102, 206–213. 
https://doi-
Social media use can 
negatively influence 
emerging adults' mental 
well-being. Therefore, this 
study explored the relation 
between social media use 
and mental well-being 
through difficulties with 
emotion regulation and 
perceived stress among a 
sample of U.S. college-
student emerging adults. 












that social media is 




have difficulty with 
emotion regulation 
and perceived 
stress. The study 
also found that 
social media use is 
an outcome of 
Social media is 
related to mental 
health problems, and 
adolescents use it to 
deal with stress. 
However, it can be 




students and it did 
not specify how 









through the effects 
of these difficulties 
on perceived stress 
and mental-
wellbeing. Lastly, it 
might be a 
maladaptive way to 
deal with negative 
emotions. 
O’Reilly, M., Dogra, N., 
Whiteman, N., Hughes, J., 
Eruyar, S., & Reilly, P. (2018). 
Is social media bad for mental 
health and wellbeing? 
Exploring the perspectives of 
adolescents. Clinical Child 
Psychology and Psychiatry, 






The aim of this article is to 
investigate empirically how 
social media is viewed in 
terms of mental wellbeing 
by adolescents themselves. 
This aim is addressed by the 
question, What do 
adolescents think of social 
media and its relevance to 




schools in two 
cities in the 
United Kingdom, 

















than demonising the 
process, the way 
forward may be for 
adolescents to be 
actively involved in 
the development of 
programmes that 
identify the way to 
successfully 
navigate social 
media and the 
Internet without a 
deleterious impact 
on mental health 
including sleep.  
Indeed, digital 
technology is unlikely 





The exact sample 
size wasn’t 
explained, rather 
just the number of 
groups and the 
age range 
Zeeni, N., Doumit, R., Abi 
Kharma, J., & Sanchez, R. M. 
(2018). Media, technology use, 
and attitudes: Associations 
with physical and mental well‐
being in youth with 
implications for evidence‐
based practice. Worldviews on 
The present study aimed to 
investigate the use of 
different types of technology 
and media, attitudes toward 
them, and how they relate to 
physical and mental well-
being in Lebanese university 
students. 



















and stress. Social 
media use was 
associated with 
BID, EDs risk, and 
the self-control 
Practical implications 
are discussed in terms 
of setting limits and 
boundaries on 




eating and physical 





was good, the 
sample size was 
fair. 
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dependence on them 
was associated with 
increased BID, EDs 
risk, depression, and 
anxiety 
activity at home and 
on college campuses. 
Moreover, social 
media could be used 
as a platform for 
intervention and 
prevention programs 
to decrease BID, EDs, 
depression, and 
anxiety. 
Han, B., & Myers, C. (2018). 
Perceptions of overuse, 
underuse, and change of use of 
a social media site: definition, 
measurement instrument, and 
their managerial impacts. 
Behaviour & Information 









This study examines 
someone’s perceptions about 
their overuse, underuse, and 
change of use of a social 
media site. The measure 
how the relationship 
between a user and social 













Level 4  
The data showed 
that people feel 
estranged from a 
social media site 
that they perceive to 
be overused, 




have a strong negative 
effect on the users 
continuance of the 
social media. The 
findings can provide 
several practical 
implications for a 
social media site user 
retention management 
They conducted a 
survey only about 
the usage of 
Facebook, it did 
not include any 
other social 
media sites.  
Barry, C. T., Sidoti, C. L., 
Briggs, S. M., Reiter, S. R., & 
Lindsey, R. A. (2017). 
Adolescent social media use 
and mental health from 
adolescent and parent 
perspectives. Journal of 
Are parent-reported 
symptoms of inattention, 
hyperactivity/impulsivity, 
conduct problems (i.e. 
symptoms of Oppositional 
Defiant Disorder (ODD) and 
Conduct Disorder (CD)), 
depression, and anxiety 




Mean age for 
adolescents was 
15 years and the 




FOMO is a new 
concept related to 
adolescent research 
but it was relevant 
in this study.  The 
more social media 
accounts that 
adolescents have, 
It is clear that further 
understanding of the 
temporal relations 
between social media 
activity and youth 
adjustment is needed 
as is more 
investigation of 
The smaller 
sample size and 





degree to how 
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related to the reported 
number of adolescents’ 
social media accounts and 
the frequency with which 
adolescents report checking 
their social media accounts?  
study was 14-17 
years.   
the more likely they 







The apparent role of 
FoMO or stress 
regarding events on 
social media, its 
potential interpersonal 
consequences, and the 
ever-increasing 
ubiquity of social 
media make this issue 
one of clinical and 
developmental 
importance. 
this study can be 
used to generalize 
all adolescents. It 
cannot be 
determined how 















Wilksch, S. M., O'Shea, A., 
Ho, P., Byrne, S., & Wade, T. 
D., (2019). The relationship 
between social media use and 
disordered eating in young 
adolescents. International 









Thus the primary aim of this 
research was to explore rates 
of DE (cognition and 
behaviors), SM usage 
(Facebook, Instagram, 
Snapchat, and Tumblr), and 
the relationship between 
these variables in young-
adolescent girls and boys 
Data from 996 
Grade 7 and 8 
adolescents (n = 
534 girls; M age 

























report found that 
both DE and SM 
usage were common 
and significantly 
associated in young-
adolescent girls and 





samples in recent 
Australian studies, 
though these studies 
used other measures 
of DE behaviors  
A clear pattern of 
association was found 
between SM usage 
and DE cognitions 
and behaviors with 
this exploratory study 
confirming that these 




A large number 
of young 
adolescents 
participated but it 
was based on 
whether or not the 
parent allowed it. 
Contained a 
variety of 










Hardy, B. W., & Castonguay, 
J. (2018). The moderating role 
of age in the relationship 
between social media use and 
mental well-being: An analysis 
of the 2016 General Social 
Survey. Computers in Human 






The relationship between 
social media and mental 
health is a very popular topic 
of research. It examines the 
relationship.  








For the ages 30+, 
the number of social 
networks one uses 
is positively related 
to them reporting 
they have felt like 
they were going to 
have a nervous 
breakdown. 
However, it is 
negative with those 
18-29. 
This study analyzed 
data from the 2016 
General Social Survey 
Only asked the 
participants one 
question, “have 
you ever felt you 
were going to 
have a nervous 
breakdown?” 
Gibson, K., & Trnka, S. 
(2020). Young people’s 
priorities for support on social 
media: “It takes trust to talk 
about these issues.” Computers 





The purpose was to advance 
an understanding of how 
online peer support networks 
operate and, in particular, to 
explore how they work for 
young people who might use 
them in unique ways. This 
has the potential to inform 
the design of online 
interventions that can reach 
young people more 
effectively. The study also 




people gather.  
n=21 ages 16-21 
years of age  
Qualitative  
Level 6 
During the interview 
most participants 
identified themselves 
as people who 
predominantly 
supported others 
online but almost all 
had sought support for 
themselves at times. 
Our analysis reflects 
this dual positioning 
of participants as 
givers and receivers of 
Online interventions 
may need to identify 
the more oblique 
signals of distress that 
young people use in 
online communication 
and, again, may 
explore the possibility 
of using peers to 
identify a person in 
distress on the basis 
of their prior 




young people who 




There may be other 
people who have 
different views of 
social media and 
 33 
 offered an opportunity to try 
out an innovative digital 
messaging interview method 
to examine young people's 
social media practices. 
support, 
conceptualising 
support as a reciprocal 
process rather than a 
unidirectional activity. 
Furthermore, while 
some data extracts 
reflected the 
standpoint of the 
person providing 
support and others, the 
perspective of the 
person receiving it, 
there were common 
priorities that allowed 
us to identify themes 
that cut across the 
experience of both 
giving and receiving 
support.  
knowledge of them. even within the 
sample there was 
some variation in 
the extent to which 
participants valued 
online support. This 
group of 
participants is also 
relatively older and 




online than younger 
adolescents. While 
this particular group 
of young people is 
unlikely to be 
representative of all 
those who use 
social media for a 
variety of different 
purposes, their 
accounts do 
illuminate ways in 
which social media 
might be used to 
provide support for 
people experiencing 
distress. 
Dewa, L. H., Lavelle, M., 
Pickles, K., Kalorkoti, C., 
Jaques, J., Pappa, S., & Aylin, 
P. (2019). Young adults’ 
perceptions of using 
wearables, social media and 
other technologies to detect 
worsening mental health: A 
qualitative study. PLoS ONE, 
The study aim is to explore 
the i) acceptability and ii) 
feasibility of wearables, 
social media and other 
technologies to detect 
mental health deterioration 
in young people with a 
mental health diagnosis. 
Purposive sample 
of young people 










mobile apps using 
regular real-time 
feedback to detect 
worsening mood, 
sleep and/or activity 
levels as signs of 
deterioration, 
delivered through 
self-report or an 
automated 
There is potential for 
technology to help 
supplement existing 
mental health service 
provision and get 








could have bias, 
underrepresentati










and activity only) 
were deemed 
generally acceptable 
and feasible to 
young patients 
most of the 
participants were 
female (81%).  
Berryman, C., Ferguson, C. J., 
& Negy, C. (2017). Social 
Media Use and Mental Health 
among Young Adults. 













Could reliance on social 
media for social interactions 
pejoratively influence real-
life social contacts, leading 
to isolation and loneliness? 
Could social media use 
isolate people from close 
contact and communication 
with others, thereby 
decreasing empathy? And 
could overuse of social 
media lead to larger 
problems with mental health 
including suicidal ideation? 
The current study aims to 
address some of these 
questions in a relatively 
large sample of young 
adults. 
 
Sample was 471 
undergraduate 
students attending 
a University from 
the southeastern 
region of US 










Our results revealed 
that, overall, social 
media use is a poor 
predictor of mental 











suicidal thoughts. It 
is possible that 
some forms of 
social media use 
may function as a 





Children and parents 
do need to be 
educated in the 
negative effects of 
social media, but 
there has not been 
evidence that social 
media is the root 




identified in the 
article.  Hard to 






Instead of all the 
measures used 
predeveloped 
scales that could 
be replicated in 
other studies, 
vaguebooking 
and time spent on 
social media were 
questions 
developed by the 
researchers but 
they were not 
disclosed in the 
article.  
 
Bekalu, M. A., McCloud, R. F. 
& Viswanath, K. (2019). 
Association of social media use 
with social well-being, positive 
These studies focus on 
measuring frequency and 
duration of use, and have 
seldom considered users' 
emotional connections to 









Data showed that 




The link between 
social media use and 
health can be 
measured in terms of 
dose-effect relations 
This study uses a 
large sample size 
and examines the 
associations 
between the use 
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mental health, and self-rated 
health: Disentangling routine 
use from emotional connection 
to use. Health Education & 












social media use and the 
effects associated with such 
connections. By using a 
scale with two dimensions 
capturing users' integration 
of social media use into their 
social routines and their 
emotional connection to the 
sites' use, the present study 
has brought preliminary 
evidence that may help map 
where social media use, as a 
normal social behavior, may 
be considered beneficial or 
harmful. 
emotional 
connection to social 
media use is 
associated with 
negative outcomes. 





subgroups. There is 
a link between 
social media use 
and health. 
 
and the behavior of 
social media usage. 
of social media 
and one's mental 







social media use. 
The measures 
they used were 
mostly self-
reported measures 





They also note 
how common the 
internet is to use 
which can 
contribute to the 
self-reporting 
bias- whether 
they mean to or 
not.  
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O’Reilly, M., Dogra, N., 
Hughes, J., Reilly, P., George, 
R., & Whiteman, N. (2019). 
Potential of social media in 
promoting mental health in 
adolescents. Health Promotion 






The growing prevalence of 
adolescent mental disorders 
poses significant challenges 
for education and healthcare 
systems globally. Providers 
are therefore keen to identify 
effective ways of promoting 
positive mental health. This 
aim of this qualitative study 
was to explore perceptions 
that social media might be 
leveraged for the purposes of 
mental health promotion 
amongst adolescents aged 




aged 11-18, 16 
educational 
professionals, and 
8 mental health 
practitioners were 
asked about their 
views on the 





Three themes were 
identified: social 
media appears to 





social media and the 
internet to seek info 
about mental health, 
and there are 
benefits and 
challenges of using 
social media in this 
way. Conclusion: 
despite challenges 
of using social 
media and the risks, 
it does offer a useful 




Social media can be 
used as a resource for 
adolescents and 
educate them on the 
effects of social media 




groups of people 
to get different 
points of view on 
the use of social 
media. However, 
the sample size of 
participants is not 
that big. 
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Naslund, J. A., Aschbrenner, 
K. A., McHugo, J. G., 
Unützer, J., Marsch, L. A., & 
Bartels, S. J. (2017). 
Exploring opportunities to 
support mental health care 
using 
social media: A survey of 
social media users with mental 
Illness. Early Intervention in 








We surveyed social media 
users 
who self-identified as having 
a mental illness to learn 
about their use of social 
media for mental 
health and to identify 
opportunities to augment 
existing mental health 
services. 
We asked 240 
Twitter users who 
self-identified in 
their profile as 
having a mental 
illness to 
participate in an 
online survey. 






use of social 

















Young adults age 
≤35 and adults 






patterns of social 
media use. The 
majority 
of participants from 
both age groups 
expressed interest in 
accessing programs 
for helping people 






the feasibility of 
reaching social media 
users 
with mental illness 
and can inform efforts 
to leverage social 
media to make 
evidence-based 
mental health services 
more widely available 
to those in need. 
 
A convenience 
sample was used 
and participants 
were chosen if 
they specifically 
expressed their 
mental illness on 
social media. 
Beard, C., Silverman, A. L., 
Forgeard, M., Wilmer, M. T., 
Torous, J., & Björgvinsson, T. 
(2019). Smartphone, Social 
Media, and Mental Health 
App Use in an Acute 
Transdiagnostic Psychiatric 
Sample. JMIR MHealth and 





This study aimed to (1) 
characterize general 
smartphone app and social 
media usage in an acute 
transdiagnostic psychiatric 
sample with high 
smartphone ownership, (2) 
characterize current 
engagement and interest in 
the use of smartphone apps 
to support mental health, and 
(3) test demographic and 




















74% of participants 
said they would 
want an app to 
monitor their mental 
health and 81% said 
they would be 
willing to use said 
app.  63% of 
participants 
acknowledged that 
social media was 
harmful to their 
mental health.  
Around 48% said 
they already have 
Although it is not a 
focus of this study, 
some of our findings 
provide support for 
ongoing efforts 
toward utilizing 
phone use behaviors 
(eg, number of social 
media posts, number 
of phone calls made, 
and Global 
Positioning System 
location,) in detecting 
mental illness 
phenotypes, 
Since all patients 













lower. There was 
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 to March 2018. 
n=332 and mean 
age was 33 
an app used for 
mental health and 
endorsed these apps 
as being supportive 









there could have 
been a self-
reporting bias.  
van Rensburg, S. H., 
Klingensmith, K., McLaughlin, 
P., Qayyum, Z., & van 
Schalkwyk, G. I. (2016). Patient-
provider communication over 
social media: perspectives of 
adolescents with psychiatric 
illness. Health Expectations : An 
International Journal of Public 
Participation in Health Care and 






The goal of our study was 
to present a preliminary 
description of the 
preferences of adolescents 
with psychiatric illness 
regarding communication 




existing thought on how 
















Participants in this 
study were in 
favour of 
communicating 
with providers over 
social media, 
highlighting a 















It is important to 
recognize that with 
the potential for 
constant access, 
patients may expect a 
‘rapid response’ that 
may be beyond the 
capacity of clinicians 
to facilitate. When 
communicating 
online, providers need 
to be aware that 
although patients may 
appear to be opening 
up more easily, 
significant non-verbal 
information may be 
lost. Finally, although 
monitoring appears to 
be a way to facilitate 
rapid intervention 
during times of crisis, 
the risk of 
misinterpretation may 
limit the ability of 
mental health 
providers to make 
accurate assessments 
of posted content. 
As a relatively 
small study, these 











the sheer number 
of social media 
platforms used by 
our patients, and 
further work 






different services.  
 
